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Agency-based design teams effectively address workforce issues in public child welfare agencies. This
article presents findings from an adaptation of a design team intervention for private child welfare agencies. A longitudinal mixed-methodology design measures effects of the intervention and conditions of
implementation. Pre–post surveys of workers (n = 137) and a comparison group (n = 153) measure climate, job satisfaction, perceptions of child welfare, and intent to leave. Statistically significant increases
of 0.37 points on dimensions of organizational justice and support (justice: p = 0.01; support: p =
0.03) parallel the team’s perceived effect of their work—that it will make the organization more fair and
accountable.
Keywords: leadership and organizational change, management, organizational theory and analysis,
workforce/workplace issue in human service organizations

Human service organizations rely on front-line staff to deliver essential services in communities.
Staff recruitment and retention is a key aspect of assuring the quality and consistency of service
delivery. When workforce turnover is too high, it can threaten the quality of services (Flower,
McDonald, & Sumski, 2005).
In the child welfare system, where high levels of workforce turnover have led to significant
research activity, we know that many factors influence retention of staff (DePanfilis & Zlotnik,
2008). This research also shows that workforce management is not limited to recruitment and retention efforts. Assessing and attending to organizational climate is part of building workforce stability
and thus an important area of organizational practice for human service managers and organizational
leaders.
This article presents findings from an adaptation of the design team intervention, which is shown
to be effective in addressing workforce issues in public child-welfare agencies (Strolin-Goltzman,
Correspondence should be addressed to Catherine K. Lawrence, School of Social Welfare, University at Albany, State
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2010). The current study builds upon earlier research on design teams by testing their effectiveness
in private nonprofit child-welfare organizations, with a particular focus on changing organizational
climate. Research questions for this study first address if and how the intervention was implemented
and then explore the impact of the design team intervention on agency climate and employees’ work
experience. In doing so, the study illustrates implications for organizational practice and the use of
team-based groups for agency innovation.

BACKGROUND
The U.S. child-welfare system suffers from high workforce turnover, which has significant negative impacts. High turnover threatens psychological well-being and permanency outcomes of
children (Chipungu & Bent-Goodley, 2004; Flower et al., 2005; Pardeck, 1984; Ryan, Garnier,
Zyphur, & Zhai, 2006; Strolin-Goltzman, Kollar, & Trinkle, 2010; Unrau & Wells, 2005) and disrupts the quality of care and service delivery (Braddock & Mitchell, 1992; Powell & York, 1992).
It also reduces the morale of workers who stay (Alwon & Reitz, 2000; Graef & Potter, 2002)
and drains resources from already-stressed agencies (Alwon & Reitz, 2000; Dorch, McCarthy &
Denofrio, 2008; Ellet, Ellet, Ellis & Lerner, 2009; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
2010).
The climate of child-welfare agencies plays a key role in workforce health and stability. Research
confirms that workplace climate affects worker outcomes such as commitment, satisfaction, and
intent to stay (Claiborne et al., 2011; DePanfilis & Zlotnik, 2008; Flower et. al, 2005; Hopkins,
Cohen-Callow, Kim, & Hwang, 2010). But a positive organizational climate matters for clients too.
It is a significant predictor of service quality and is associated with youth outcomes in child welfare
systems (Glisson & Green, 2011; Glisson & Hammelgarn, 1998).
Thus, interventions to address organizational climate are part of the work to improve client outcomes and retain a committed workforce. Such interventions may also be part of the field’s progress
toward evidence-based practice. Organizational climate factors are associated with worker’s
perceptions of their agency’s capacity to adopt innovations (Claiborne, Auerbach, Lawrence, &
Schudrich, 2013) and are key drivers of implementation of and fidelity to evidence-based practice
models (Bertram, Blase, & Fixsen, 2014).
Research to build and test effective interventions in public child-welfare organizations has
already accomplished much, including the development and testing of intervention models (Lawson,
Anderson-Butcher, Peterson, & Barkdull, 2003; Potter, Comstock, Brittain, & Hanna, 2009; StrolinGoltzman, 2010), the development and validation of new scales for worker and organizational
outcomes (Auerbach, Schudrich, Lawrence, Claiborne, & McGowan, 2014; Auerbach et al., 2014),
and validation of existing measures for use within child welfare (Zeitlin, Claiborne, Lawrence, &
Auerbach, 2014). An unknown piece, however, is the relevance of such interventions in private
child-welfare agencies.
This is not a small consideration, as the trend across U.S. public services is to contract
public services to private providers (Smith & Lipsky, 1995). In child welfare, private contractors play an increased role in providing services (Collins-Camargo, Chuang, McBeath, &
Bunger, 2014). They are also currently under pressure to respond to significant new fiscal
and accountability requirements (McBeath, Jolles, Chuang, Bunger, & Collins-Camargo, 2014).
Private agencies are thus making changes to survive the current contracting environment, whether
or not those changes mean better things for the workers they employ or the communities
they serve.
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THE DESIGN TEAM INTERVENTION
The design team intervention is based on organizational learning theory (Argyris & Schön, 1978)
and the organizational development of a shared vision (Senge, 1990) as well as principles of action
research and social work practice (Caringi, Strolin, Lawson, McCarthy, Briar-Lawson & Claiborne,
2008). These theoretical principles provide the foundation of an intervention that strives to create coherency and unify practice within agencies by building a shared vision, fostering leadership,
employing solution-based inquiry, focusing on team learning, and implementing solution-based
decisions. Additionally, the private agency adaptation of the design team model for this study was
guided by Charles Glisson’s Availability, Responsiveness, and Continuity (ARC) organizational
intervention strategy (2007).
Design team interventions have been tested in public child-welfare agencies in several parts of
the United States to address urgent levels of workforce instability. Quasi-experimental evaluations
showed significant positive outcomes for worker intent to leave, actual turnover, and other factors associated with workforce instability such as job satisfaction and burnout (Potter et al., 2009;
Strolin-Goltzman et al., 2009). Design teams have also been used to restructure services following
major federal policy changes (Anderson-Butcher, Lawson, & Barkdull, 2003), to deepen training
systems in child welfare (Lawson, Petersen, & Briar-Lawson, 2001), and to implement learning
collaboratives across multiple service providers (Cavaleri et al., 2010; Lawson et al., 2003).
This study presents findings from a pilot test of the design team intervention in a private, notfor-profit child-welfare agency. The intervention includes a change initiative to address workforce
concerns, clear alignment between the leadership of the agency and the goals of the change initiative,
an agency-based team that works with an external facilitator to implement the change initiative, and
use of a logic model to guide the team’s work. Each of these elements is detailed below.
A Change Initiative
At the outset of the intervention, the agency executive leader identifies a workforce change initiative. A required criterion for the initiative is that it address an agency-wide workforce challenge.
Earlier design team interventions focused primarily on recruitment and retention and did not require
an agency-wide perspective, but this adaptation was made for several reasons. First and foremost,
the study was adapted for use in private agencies rather than public social service agencies. Private
agencies operate under distinct fiscal and governance conditions, including the nature of their organization’s planning and work to meet the agency mission (Jack et al., 2010). In addition, the study
was implemented during an economic recession and thus many agencies were recovering from
layoffs, hiring freezes, and forced restructuring; it was unclear that turnover would be the most
pressing issue for private agencies. Furthermore, this adaptation allowed the agency to identify a
change initiative to address the workforce issues unique to their agency.
The workforce change initiative for the agency in this study was to develop and implement
an agency-wide value-based employee performance review. Goals for this initiative included that
the new performance review process be tied to the agency practice model and that, when fully
implemented, it would provide clear and uniform expectations for staff across the entire agency.
Leadership Alignment
One of the primary lessons from the previous design team work was the importance of leadership
alignment with and commitment to the work of the team (Strolin-Goltzman et al., 2009). This condition is also strongly reinforced in implementation science (Fixsen, Blase, Naoom, & Wallace, 2005).
An adaptation of the intervention thus included a meeting between the agency director and research
project staff prior to the intervention. The purpose of this meeting was to discuss the elements of
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the project. The agency director and any staff she invited also clarified the workforce issue the
agency would address. The meeting included discussion of the goals of the change initiative and
relevant agency background that would be important for the external facilitator when working with
the agency design team. Composition of the team itself was also discussed, as an important element
of the intervention is that the team be representative of all levels of staff.
Agency-Based Teams and External Facilitators
Agency leaders convened an internal agency design team (also called “innovation team”). This team
comprised agency managers, including unit-level directors, as well as supervisors and line staff.
The team represented all the service areas and operational functions of the agency. The team had
authority from agency leaders both to develop new tools and strategies and to implement the actual
change initiative.
The agency design team worked with an external facilitator to design and implement its change
initiative. The facilitator had expertise in organizational development and met a minimum of 4 hours
a month with the design team through all phases of their work. An adaptation from the earlier model
was a monthly fidelity check between the facilitator and research project staff.
Logic Model Tool Guides Design Team Work
The intervention uses a solution-focused process logic model as an adaptable, sustaining tool for
the work of the design team. The logic model tool (See Figure 1) depicts the four phases of work
and serves as a guide to the design teams during their change initiative.
The first phase is exploring the change initiative, which initiates communication and assessment
processes with agency stakeholders. The second phase is solution and planning, during which the

FIGURE 1 Logic model for design team.
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design team agrees to strategies for ensuring successful implementation. The third phase is implementation, during which the strategies are executed and refined. The fourth phase is evaluation
and stabilization, during which strategies and implementation efforts are evaluated for intended and
unintended effects. During this phase, the team makes any necessary adjustments and elements of
the change initiative are embedded in the ongoing function of the agency’s operations.

METHODS
The purpose of this study is to pilot-test an adaptation of the design team intervention with a private
not-for-profit child-welfare agency that was implementing an agency-wide workforce change initiative. An integrated mixed-methodology approach (Rallis & Rossman, 2003) attempts to answer two
questions: (1) Under what conditions was the intervention applied and implemented in the agency?
and (2) What if any effect did the intervention have on workforce outcomes? Answering these two
questions addresses the need for intervention research to explain not only what changed but also to
understand how, when, and why changes occurred (Biron & Karanika-Murray, 2014). Due to limitations of the project, random assignment of staff or agency participation was not possible, thus a
quasi-experimental longitudinal design tests the impact of the intervention. The Institutional Review
Board of the Principal Investigators’ home institution approved all components of the research
project.
Data Collection and Measurement
To measure the context and process of the organizational intervention, each design team facilitator submitted monthly reports from meetings with the team and communications with the agency
director. These detailed reports use a structured, uniform format to capture design team agendas,
meeting notes, and facilitator assessment of the team progress as they planned and implemented
their organizational initiatives. In addition, the design team completed a focus group at the end of
the intervention.
To measure workforce factors in the agency, all workers in all roles were asked, but not required,
to complete an on-site pen-and-paper survey prior to the commencement of the project and again at
the conclusion. At the completion of the project, workers who had completed the baseline survey
were invited to participate in the post-project survey. One hundred thirty-seven workers completed
the baseline survey and 51 completed the survey during the second wave. This rate of sample
attrition is not surprising considering national levels of 40% turnover observed in similar private
child-welfare agencies (American Public Human Services Association, 2003).
Table 1 displays characteristics of the sample. The workforce in this agency was similar to others
in child welfare. Workers were more likely to be female (75.18%), be White (91.11%), and not
possess a social work degree (83.58%). The average age of workers was just over 44 years old (SD
= 12.32). The sample mostly consisted of those not in supervisory positions (73.08%), and nearly
three in five workers had considered looking for a job in the past year (58.82%).
The survey covered multiple topics including demographics, satisfaction with employment,
workers’ perceptions of the psychological climate of the organization, workers’ intention to remain
employed at the agency, and how workers’ thought they, as child welfare workers, were viewed by
society at large. The scales used in this survey have been used extensively in other child-welfare
research and have been validated in human resource and/or child-welfare settings (Auerbach et al.,
2013; Auerbach et al., 2013, 2015; Zeitlin et al., 2014).
Job satisfaction was measured using the Job Satisfaction Survey (JSS) (Spector, 1985). This
instrument was designed to measure job satisfaction in human service organizations by assessing
nine aspects of job satisfaction: pay, promotional opportunities, supervision, fringe benefits, contingent rewards (i.e., appreciation and recognition), operating procedures, co-workers, nature of work,
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TABLE 1
Characteristics of the Sample (n = 137)
n
Age:
Gender
Female
Male
Race/ethnicity
African American
Hispanic/Latino(a)
White
Other
Education
No social work degree
Social work degree
Job
Not a supervisor
Supervisor
Intentions to remain employed
Considered looking for a job in the past year
Did not consider looking for a job in past year

%

103
34

75.18
24.82

6
3
123
3

4.44
2.22
91.11
2.22

112
22

83.58
16.42

95
35

73.08
26.92

80
56

58.82
41.18

Mean

SD

44.21

12.32

and communication. It is a 36-item self-report questionnaire that uses a 6-point Likert scale with
items ranging from 1 = disagree very much to 6 = agree very much. Some items are reverse scored.
Reported reliability for this scale is high, with total satisfaction coefficient alpha = 0.91. Coefficient
alphas for the subscales ranged from 0.60 (co-workers) to 0.82 (supervision) (Spector, 1985). For
this study, the items were modified to use a 4-point rating scale (ranging from 1 = disagree strongly
to 4 = agree strongly) so that the job satisfaction scale could use the same format as other scales
in the survey. As in previous research (Auerbach, McGowan, & Laporte, 2008; Schudrich et al.,
2012), this modification did not affect internal reliability, as the total satisfaction coefficient alpha
was 0.92 and subscale alphas ranged from a low of 0.57 (operating procedures) to 0.83 (pay).
Organizational climate was measured using the Psychological Climate Scale (PCS) (Parker et al.,
2003), a 48-item Likert scale survey recently validated with a sample of child-welfare workers
employed in private agencies (Zeitlin et al., 2014). Parker and colleagues (2003) describe psychological climate as being composed of four dimensions: role, job, organization, and supervisor. Each
of these dimensions contains three sub-dimensions as operationalized by subscales.
Subscales associated with the role dimension measure ambiguity, conflict, and overload. The
ambiguity subscale assesses the degree to which workers have clarity regarding their assignments.
The conflict subscale measures the degree to which workers believe that conditions at the agency
impede their work. This, for example, could include receiving contradictory instructions for how to
do their job. The overload subscale measures workers’ perceptions of how excessive responsibilities
may interfere with doing quality work. An example of an item from the role dimension is “It is often
not clear who has the authority to make decisions regarding my job.”
Subscales associated with the job dimension measure autonomy, challenge, and importance. The
autonomy subscale evaluates the degree to which workers have the freedom to do their jobs. The
challenge subscale measures the degree to which workers use the full range of their knowledge and
skills in completing their work. The importance subscale measures workers’ perceptions of how
valuable their work is to others both within and outside the agency. An example of an item from the
job dimension is “I have a great deal of freedom to decide how to do my job.”
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Subscales associated with the organization dimension measure innovation, justice, and support.
The innovation subscale assesses the degree to which workers believe they can use new ideas and
creativity to do their jobs better. The justice subscale measures how fairly workers believe they are
treated. The support subscale measures workers’ perceptions of how understanding they believe
the agency to be. An example of an item from the organization dimension is “I am encouraged to
develop my ideas.”
Subscales associated with the supervisor dimension measure trust and support, goal emphasis,
and work facilitation. The trust and support subscale assesses the degree to which workers feel
respected by their supervisor. The goal emphasis subscale measures the degree to which workers
believe that their supervisors set clear and measurable work goals. The work facilitation subscale
measures workers’ perceptions of how much they think their supervisor helps them with challenges
in the work environment. An example of an item from the supervisor dimension is “My supervisor
shows me how to improve my performance.”
The survey measured retention using the validated Intent to Leave Child Welfare Scale (ILCW)
(Auerbach et al., 2013). This instrument asks an initial question: “Have you considered looking for
a new job within the past year?” Respondents who answer yes are then prompted to answer a series
of eight additional questions related to job-seeking behavior. Each follow-up question asks about
the frequency of job-seeking behaviors such as talking to significant others about changing jobs
and going on interviews. Follow-up questions are measured along three dimensions: thinking about
changing jobs, looking for a new job, and acting on job opportunities.
Worker’s perceptions of how they are viewed by society at large was measured by the Perceptions
of Child Welfare Scale (PCW) (Auerbach et al., 2014). The PCW is a 29- item Likert scale. Items
probe the worker on his or her perceptions of how those outside of child welfare may view the
work they do. Examples of items include “The media provides a balanced view of our work,”
“Government officials understand the needs of child welfare workers,” and “Most people blame
the child welfare worker when something goes wrong with a case.” Items in this instrument are
recorded on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree. This scale is
scored by adding all items after reverse scoring negative ones. This instrument has been found to
be valid and reliable in a sample of child-welfare workers employed in private agencies (Auerbach
et al., 2014).
Data Analysis
Qualitative data from facilitator reports were converted into primary documents for analysis with
Atlas.ti software. The data were analyzed for major themes and process markers. In addition,
researchers completed an agency case study based on primary documents plus data from the initial Leadership Alignment meeting and the transcription from a focus group conducted with the
design team on the last day of the intervention. This case study examined the agency history, services and population served, recent financial and leadership changes, reason for participating in the
intervention, the makeup of the design team, internal and external implementation drivers, and the
nature of the team’s initiative. For this study, qualitative analysis focused on the implementation
process rather than explore other themes related to team or agency function.
Following completion of the case study, qualitative data were applied to intervention process
evaluation (IPE) concepts gathered from multiple scholars and outlined by Biron and KaranikaMurray (2013) to assess the context and process of the agency change initiative at each phase of the
intervention. Because the study collected longitudinal qualitative data and examines the intervention through a series of prescribed phases, researchers developed a time-ordered display to capture
questions regarding the what, how, and why of the intervention through a combination of structured
displays and text-using methods outlined by Miles and Huberman (1994) and captured in Table 2.
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TABLE 2
Process of agency change initiative

Critical incidents & contextual
factors

Evidence of connection
between context factors and
change initiative

Process of Intervention: Activities and
accomplishments of agency design team

Pre Intervention Phase
Layoffs and restructuring due
to fiscal crisis
Agency adopting the
Sanctuary Model
Leadership Alignment
Agency leaders identified a clear change
initiative of creating a new performance
appraisal tool
Phase I: Identify and Assess
Sanctuary Model

Team meetings start with a
community check-in

Design team embraced change initiative
Team named itself reflecting change
initiative Team identified inputs, outputs,
desired outcomes

Phase II: Solution and Planning

Sanctuary Model

All staff held to same standard
of accountability

Incident: “Interim” appraisal
form was developed without
team’s knowledge

Team expressed surprise,
betrayal and determination
to be transparent and
inclusive across agency in
development of final
performance appraisal tool.

Team developed new performance ratings,
supervisory tool and supervision log;
All staff will have a performance appraisal,
including staff with leadership and
administrative functions
New tools incorporate Sanctuary model
framework
Team piloted tools, developed and held an
orientation, surveyed supervisors, and
discussed and made changes based on
feedback from across the agency

Phase III: Implementation
Unexpected departure of a
senior manager who was a
design team member
Job descriptions do not define
skills

Parallel initiative at agency to
implement a pay for
performance system

New senior-level manager
joins team
Timeline of agency plan to
update job descriptions does
not support team’s plan to
implement new performance
appraisal

Team maintains open, positive discussion
while working through details of and
issues related to implementation
Team realizes lack of job description detail
a barrier to accurate performance
appraisal

Design team implementation plan is
adjusted and pace of work accelerates
(continued )
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TABLE 2
(Continued )

Critical incidents & contextual
factors

Evidence of connection
between context factors and
change initiative

Process of Intervention: Activities and
accomplishments of agency design team

Phase IV: Evaluation and Stabilization
New tools will replace existing
tool
Agency leaders decide to track
performance appraisals via
new database

IT consultants working with
team

Detailed schedule and content of
orientation and training for use of new
tools
Supervisors will complete new tool
electronically

The statistical approach to survey data reflects the fact that the intervention did not use random
assignment to the treatment or control group. As a strong alternative to traditional intervention tests
with experimental designs, this study uses propensity scores to match controls (workers in other
private, nonprofit child-serving agencies in the same state) to the treatment group (those employed
at this agency). When the outcome variable is continuous, which is the case for each of the scale
measures, the average treatment effect of the treated (ATET) can be estimated by selecting a potential outcome for each treated unit—in this case workers employed at this agency—and randomly
matching it to the control unit (i.e., a worker at an agency that did not participate in the intervention)
based upon a propensity score (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1983). The average treatment effect for the
treated (ATET) was calculated separately for each measure. The ATET is the effect among those
who received the treatment.
Matching on propensity scores implies a two-step procedure to estimate differences. First, logistic regression with the binary outcome of treated/control on confounding covariates is used to
calculate the propensity for treatment. In this way, logistic regression controls for between-group
differences in pretest score. Second, controls are matched with replacement to the treated group
based on the propensity score.
The control group came from 153 workers from three agencies not participating in any intervention. This suitable size ensured that the assumption of common support was met—that is, the
matching of control group members to treatment group members was sufficiently large that it could
be random. Selection on observables is another important assumption that poses the same difficulty
as selecting confounding covariates in regression analysis. Groups were balanced on four key variables: thought about leaving in the past year (yes/no); age in years; supervisor position (yes/no); and
prescore on each scale under study during baseline to ensure controls and treated subjects started out
with similar scores (e.g., job satisfaction, organizational climate, etc.). Group balance and common
support were tested in the analysis and were successfully achieved for each measure.

RESULTS
Context and Process
Table 2 displays the preintervention context of the design team work and captures the processes
the team is involved in as they move through the four phases of work with technical support and
coaching from the external facilitator. The agency in this study volunteered to participate in the
project and agency leaders had clear goals and expectations for the agency change initiative. Two
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important contextual factors for the agency change initiative are that it began shortly after the agency
adopted the Sanctuary Model, a trauma-focused, evidence-supported model of practice. The agency
had also recently undergone a significant period of staff layoffs and restructuring as a result of
fiscal stress on the agency. Facilitator reports show that during Phase I of the work, the design
team verbally embraced the change initiative and felt it was of value to the agency. The team itself
comprised staff from all levels and functions of the agency; this inclusivity also reflects Sanctuary
Model principles.
The agency change initiative was to develop and implement a new employee performance
appraisal tool. Facilitator reports show that the Sanctuary Model influenced the team process and
products in several ways, including how the team conducted its meetings and how they discussed
and resolved conflicting views while making decisions. Sanctuary Model components were incorporated in the new tool itself as well as in decisions about how the tool would be used. For example,
during Phase III the team needed to decide, “Would the new tool be used by staff not directly working with clients?” The team’s ultimate decision was yes, all staff including the agency director and
fiscal office staff would have a performance appraisal, in part because holding all staff to the same
standard of accountability reflects a core Sanctuary commitment.
The team experienced its first critical incident during Phase II, when they learned of an “interim”
appraisal form that was being developed, unbeknownst to the design team. The team perceived
that the interim form usurped their work and was at odds with both the intent of the design team
project and the work they were doing. Facilitator reports indicate that team members felt significant
strong feelings of surprise and betrayal of trust over this form. The issue was resolved when a senior
manager who was in close contact with the team cancelled development of the interim form.
Based on meeting notes and monthly facilitator reports, the incident appears to have heightened the team’s commitment to the work of developing the new tool and adhering to Sanctuary
foundations of being open and transparent, seeking feedback from agency-wide stakeholders, and
developing a clear plan for communicating about their work across the agency. Following the interim
form incident, work pace did not slow, attendance of team members at meetings was consistently
high, and they completed tasks associated with the work of the change initiative.
The team experienced a second critical incident during Phase III, when a senior-level manager
who had been part of the team left the agency and a new senior-level manager joined the team.
At this point the team was far into piloting and implementing their change initiative, yet they made
several “in-flight adjustments” in light of new information brought by the new senior manager. With
coaching from the external facilitator, they processed this new information as a team, identified
barriers to their implementation plan, and ultimately delayed their timeline for full implementation. By Phase IV, the team was incorporating the new tools into the permanent agency employee
appraisal process, working with information technology staff at the agency on an electronic version
of the form, and scheduling training for staff on the new process and tools.
During interviews at the close of the organizational intervention, design team members expressed
pride in what they had accomplished and felt their work on the new performance appraisal represented “a huge cultural shift in the right direction” that would increase fairness and accountability
for staff across agency silos as well as lead to “much more open communication between supervisors
supervising through the whole process.” Many team members expressed views about specific new
components, including those intended to improve supervision and increase safety for the worker:
Everybody knows what the expectations are going into it; whereas before people might not know. Now
everybody will know the job description will reflect what you do. It does hold people accountable,
everybody to the same standard, which a lot of people were doing anyway, I might add, but it just—I
think it’s going to give us better supervisors and better employees (Design team member A).
I think employees will feel it’s more of a fair evaluation because before it used to be across the board,
well, everybody would get a 2% or 3% raise whether they performed and really worked hard to do that
or just sat back and let the time pass (Design team member B).
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Workforce Survey Findings
Data from the workforce survey were used to assess the impact of the design team intervention.
Mean scores for each scale at baseline and postintervention are displayed in Table 3. Observed
changes for each measure were relatively small. It should be noted that the sample size decreased
from baseline to postintervention. In this way, the values observed for each measure provide a
snapshot of the workforce at both time periods. During the baseline, 58.8% of the sample (n =
76) said that they had thought about leaving in the past year compared to 41.7% after intervention
(n = 26).
When examining the treatment effect, there were statistically significant increases on dimensions
of job satisfaction, organizational climate, and perceptions of child welfare. These are illustrated
in Table 4. In terms of job satisfaction, three dimensions showed improvement as demonstrated by
a significant ATET. Satisfaction with promotional opportunities improved 0.70 points (p = 0.04).
Satisfaction with benefits improved by a full point (p = 0.05), and satisfaction with co-workers
improved by slightly more than a point (ATET = 1.03; p = 0.04).
With regard to organizational climate, two dimensions—role and organization—had subscales
with significant improvement. In the role dimension, both conflict and overload showed significant
improvements for those who participated in the intervention. Conflict improved by slightly more
than half a point (ATET = 0.55; p = 0.00) while overload improved by slightly less than half a
TABLE 3
Mean Scores for Measures at Baseline and Postintervention
Baseline
Scale
Job Satisfaction
Pay
Promotion
Supervision
Benefits
Contingent Rewards
Operating Procedures
Co-worker
Nature of work
Communication
Total job satisfaction
Organizational Climate
Ambiguity
Conflict
Overload
Importance
Autonomy
Challenge
Innovation
Justice
Support
Trust
Goal
Work
Intent to Leave
Total Perception of Child Welfare

Postintervention

n

Mean

SD

n

Mean

SD

128
112
131
120
126
128
134
132
126
97

9.72
10.12
13.59
10.13
10.75
9.23
12.52
12.67
10.97
99.46

1.58
1.34
2.08
2.17
2.38
2.09
2.03
2.03
2.16
11.51

45
38
43
43
45
44
44
47
42
33

9.71
10.18
13.42
10.84
11.33
9.95
12.89
12.91
11.60
102.24

1.73
1.41
2.43
1.90
2.35
1.70
1.82
1.86
2.13
10.96

137
137
137
135
137
136
135
136
136
136
137
137
113
107

3.57
3.34
2.78
4.10
3.63
4.08
3.63
3.11
3.39
4.02
3.75
3.86
7.19
79.33

0.75
0.75
0.90
0.53
0.66
0.50
0.65
0.80
0.87
0.77
0.58
0.77
8.27
7.90

51
51
51
51
51
51
50
51
51
51
50
50
46
38

3.59
3.58
3.02
4.19
3.70
4.13
3.71
3.32
3.60
4.03
3.80
3.82
6.07
78.87

0.79
0.66
0.82
0.54
0.57
0.43
0.70
0.78
0.84
0.89
0.73
0.76
8.04
6.45
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p

n

SE

TABLE 4
Average Treatment Effect for the Treated
Scale
Job Satisfaction
Pay
Promotion
Supervision
Benefits
Contingent Rewards
Operating Procedures
Co-worker
Nature of Work
Communication
Total job satisfaction
Organizational Climate
Ambiguity
Conflict
Overload
Importance
Autonomy
Challenge
Innovation
Justice
Support
Trust
Goal
Work
Intent to Leave
Perception of Child Welfare

ATET

t

0.55
0.70
0.62
1.00
0.94
0.48
1.03
0.65
0.41
4.88

1.44
2.04
0.95
1.95
1.60
1.29
2.04
1.20
1.18
1.78

0.15
0.04
0.34
0.05
0.11
0.20
0.04
0.23
0.24
0.08

33
30
34
32
33
33
34
34
32
24

0.38
0.34
0.65
0.51
0.59
0.38
0.50
0.54
0.34
2.74

0.28
0.55
0.43
0.06
0.03
0.08
0.00
0.37
0.37
0.20
0.16
0.35
−0.96
2.63

1.43
3.85
3.24
0.56
0.24
0.77
0.00
2.49
2.23
1.09
1.00
1.55
−0.44
2.14

0.15
0.00
0.00
0.58
0.81
0.44
1.00
0.01
0.03
0.28
0.32
0.12
0.66
0.03

36
36
36
36
36
36
36
36
36
36
36
36
27
30

0.15
0.14
0.13
0.11
0.13
0.10
0.16
0.15
0.16
0.19
0.16
0.23
2.19
1.23

point (ATET = 0.43, p = 0.00). For the organization dimension, both justice and support showed
improvements of 0.37 of a point, and both were significant (justice: p = 0.01; support: p = 0.03).
DISCUSSION
Design team interventions have shown positive effects for workforce measures in public childwelfare agencies, and this study indicates they can be beneficial for private agencies too, although
with different results. The design team intervention in rural and suburban public agencies showed a
positive effect on burnout and role clarity, job satisfaction and agency commitment, perceptions of
salary and benefits, and intention to leave public child welfare (Strolin-Goltzman, 2010).
This study also showed positive results for job satisfaction, particularly worker’s perceptions of
their opportunities for promotion, their benefits, and satisfaction with their co-workers. The impact
on turnover is less clear, however. The level of worker intent to leave declined, but it was not a
statistically significant treatment effect.
There were, however, significant treatment effects in the organizational and role dimensions
of the Psychological Climate Scale (PCS), which was not used in the earlier design team study.
In addition, some of these positive effects are strikingly parallel to findings from the qualitative
data regarding how the design team expected their change initiative would impact workers. These
are some of the most compelling results of the study, in part because qualitative findings on the
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team’s perceived effect of their work—that it would help make the organization more fair and
accountable—and positive treatment effects in the organizational justice and organizational support
measures were derived from independent analysis.
The justice subscale of the PCS organizational dimension captures worker perceptions of how
fairly the organization makes decisions about their job, including if the employee feels his or her
concerns are heard and if accurate and complete information is collected before decisions are made,
as well as the worker’s sense that he or she can get additional information when decisions are
unclear. The support subscale captures worker perception of support from the organization as a
whole (as opposed to from supervisors or co-workers) including if the agency cares about their
overall well-being, their work satisfaction, and their opinions. That the design team intervention
showed a positive effect for these items is encouraging, and one possible conclusion is that when
an organization engages in intentional change to improve workforce outcomes, it has an effect on
worker’s perceptions of how much their organization cares about them and values the work they do.
At the same time, the design team expected that their work to update and clarify job descriptions
across the agency and change the process and tracking of supervision would also have benefits
across the agency. While these changes could be beneficial, the survey data do not show a clear
parallel. The changes the team expected are reflected in the PCS role dimension, and while conflict
(i.e., rules and directions from too many people interfere with doing my job well) and overload (i.e.,
I have more work than I can do and constantly under pressure) subscales improved, there was no
effect for ambiguity (i.e., unclear authority for decisions and poorly defined job responsibilities).
In addition, the supervisor dimension items remained very stable, pre- and postintervention, and
showed no treatment effect. One explanation for this is that the final products of the team had not
been in place long enough to have an impact on these areas.
Limitations
An unfortunate limitation of this study is that it does not include follow-up data to capture longerterm effects of the intervention such as assessing the extent to which the organizational changes of
updated job descriptions, new tools and training for supervisors, and the new performance appraisal
tool fared in the first year of use. Study limitations related to time and other resources translate into
an absence of process and implementation measures after the external facilitator finished working
with the team and no ability to assess if there were delayed treatment effects in organizational climate, job satisfaction, or worker intent to leave. These would be valuable to assess the sustainability
of changes agencies make during such interventions and whether or not there are sequential impacts
of the organizational intervention.
The findings presented here come from one change initiative, so it is unclear whether the type of
agency change initiative affects the nature of the outcomes. It is also important to note the sample
attrition. For this study, researchers did not have access to human resources data to determine how
much of the attrition was connected to turnover (voluntary or involuntary) or to other barriers in
collecting data from staff who were eligible to participate in the postintervention survey.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION
Child-welfare services require not only effective practice and a stable, competent workforce but
also organizations that can think about both. Understanding how to implement useful interventions at the organizational level is relevant not only for child welfare but for other service fields
such as mental health (Patterson-Silver Wolf, Dulmus, Maguin, & Cristalli, 2013), domestic violence (Kulkarni, Bell, Hartman, & Herman-Smith, 2013), and other agencies providing social work
services to vulnerable populations with a workforce that faces similar challenges.
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This study offers implications for organizational practice, especially for agency leaders and
managers who want to build their organization’s capacity to support and retain valuable staff. As discussed above, earlier research indicates that agency climate plays a role in both worker and client
outcomes. The research presented here suggests that addressing workforce issues through design
teams can have a positive impact on organizational climate for staff, especially staff perception of
the level of conflict in their agency and their perception of organizational justice and support.
For agency leaders, lessons from this study include the importance of involving staff from across
the agency in initiatives rather than taking a top-down approach. Agency leaders cannot divest
themselves from the process, however. In this case study, the design team was granted some autonomy, but agency leaders were still engaged throughout the intervention, from setting the vision and
goals of the initiative to maintaining regular communication with the team. In fact, the support and
involvement of agency leaders was a key component in the change initiative, especially in planning
how and when to implement changes.
These findings are also important in light of national trends in contracting services to private
sector providers. Policy choices in state and local systems regarding the mix of public and private
service providers can have significant implications for workforce development and support. Either
way, we need to understand how organizations best make changes to meet these challenges.
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